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From the MRA President's Desk:
Becoming Teachers Who Write
BY JEFF BEAL

T

eachers as writers is an interesting concept. I first heard it several years ago when I attended the Oakland School's National Writing Project. The premise of the National Writing Project is that teachers who
write are better teachers of writing. That makes a lot of sense. When teachers write they become intimate
with the act of writing and the habits of mind writers develop. When teaching writing, teachers can then
help their students by showing them what they do when they get to the hard parts and by showing them what
they do before writing, during writing, and in tidying up a draft. By developing this intimate knowledge of the
writing process, teachers can model what writers do. If we want students to become better writers, they must
practice the craft of writing as writers-not as just participators in writing programs.
Students learning to write
would greatly benefit if all
teachers led wonderfully prolific writing lives and shared
that life with their students.
That probably is not going to
happen at least according to a
study Donald Graves conducted
a number of years ago for
the Ford Foundation. After
interviewing people from all
Beal
walks of life about their writing
experiences in school he found: "thirty-eight percent
of the interviewees were professional writers but
not one of them learned to write in school: sixty-five
percent could not cite a single teacher who had helped
them say something worthwhile; thirty percent had
one teacher who made all the difference in their
writing; no one had more than two good teachers in
a lifetime of learning to write" (Graves, 1994, p.4).
This study tells us that something needs to change if
we want the students' writing experiences to affect
them in positive ways. Imagine the interview results
if 100 percent had at least one teacher who made all
the difference in their writing or if 100 percent had a
good teacher of writing every year of school. Anyway,
I agree with Katie Wood Ray (2002) when she says
that if we can't lead prolific writing lives as teachers,
at the very least we should try to write everything we
ask our students to write at least once.
If you want to become a teacher who writes, try out
the summer sessions of any of Michigan's 10 National
Writing Project sites. Their Web site is www.nwp.org.
Summer sessions last 3 to 4 weeks and are described

6

by the participants as "life-changing". They are
free and teachers receive a stipend for attending. If
attending the National Writing Project isn't possible,
try out shorter writing retreats or learn how to keep
a writer's notebook and do that for a while. One
important thing writers do is write every day. Maybe
just developing that habit of mind is all you need.
If you are a writer the MRA Journal has a section
titled, "Teachers as Writers." Please submit your
poems, essays, short stories, or other writing pieces
for publication. Show the world you are a teacher who
writes.
In the quest to improve student writing, the quest
to improve teacher writing is paramount to success.
So give something a try: write daily, keep a writing
notebook, attend a National Writing Project, submit
your writing to the Michigan Reading Journal. Try
something and let me know about it by e-mailing me
at jbeal@sccres.org or submitting it to this journal. I
can't wait to read what you have to say.
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The HSCE flipcharts contain the English Language Arts component of the new 2006 Michigan Merit
Curriculum. The flipcharts contain four strands of standards and expectations for Grades 9-12.
These flipcharts assist educators in the following ways:
•

Designing new rigorous and relevant learning for the 21 st century
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